The Oil Peddler                       ^
the saying that he who lives near the mountain eats by the moun-
tain and he who lives near the water eats by the water. Of the
powdered faces that Sister Chiu has, is there one who can touch
you? In her orchard you are the only melon that she can depend
upon to supply her with seeds. You are an intelligent child and
should know why it is that she has treated you better than any
one else in the house. I have been told that you have refused to
receive any client since your 'hair-combing.' What does this mean?
If every one behaved the way you do how would your mother
buy mulberry leaves to feed her hungry silkworms? Since she has
been so kind to you, you should try to deserve her kindness. Other-
wise the rest of the girls, always jealous, will criticize you.'*
"Let them criticize me!*' Meiniang said. "I am not afraid of
them."
"But that is nothing compared to what might happen to you if
you persist in your stubbornness," Ssu-ma said. "We who are in
the business depend upon our 'daughters* for everything. If by
luck we get a promising girl, it is just as if a rich family had
acquired a piece of fertile land. We nourish her and care for her
till she is ready for her 'hair-combing,' which is to us as the harvest
is to the farmers. After that we expect to get returns for our in-
vestment, we expect her to receive new clients at the front door
after she has sent away the old from the back door, with Mr. Chang
bringing rice and Mr. Li sending firewood."
"I can't bring myself to do that," Meiniang said.
"You talk as if you were your own mistress," Ssu-ma said, laugh-
ing. "It is for your mother to command. If you do not obey she
can whip you until you are neither dead nor alive. Sister Chiu
has never subjected you to such humiliation only because you are
clever and beautiful. She has just complained to me about your
behavior, saying that you are very obstinate and that you do not
seem- to appreciate such obvious things as the fact that a goose
feather is lighter than a millstone, and she asked me to persuade
you to change your ways. If you persist in your stubbornness, you
may provoke her beyond endurance and make her scold you or
even beat you. What would you do then? And once she gets started